reluctant to pay a premium for green products in the past were willing to do so now.
The American Marketing Association (2009) defines green marketing as 'the marketing of products that are presumed to be environmentally safe'. Scholarly publications defined it as 'the marketing or promotion of a product based on its environmental performance or an improvement thereof' (Charter and Polonsky, 1999) , and 'marketing a product which has a low environmental impact or which is produced or supplied by companies with a reputation for reducing environmental impacts from their manufacturing processes' (Pickett-Baker and Ozaki, 2008) . A general opinion is that green marketing embraces a broad range of activities for selling green products, and these practices include product modification, changes in production processes and packaging, and modifications of advertising and communications with consumers (American Marketing Association, 2009) .
Green marketing has had many labels using a variety of terms or phrases, such as ecological marketing, environmental marketing, greener marketing, enviro-preneurial marketing, or sustainable marketing. Academia's prevalent opinion is that those terms are normally the same (Chamorro et al, 2009) . Chamorro et al (2009) refined the term for a corporate perspective: 'The analysis of how marketing activities impact the environment and how the environment piece can be incorporated into the various decisions of corporate marketing. ' 
History
Green marketing is an imperative corporate strategy for businesses in the 21st century. Since green marketing's adoption by businesses in the 1980s, it has evolved through several stages, such as its introduction in the 1980s, backlash in the 1990s, upswing in the mid-1990s and sustainability in the market in the late 1990s (Lee, 2008) . Reviewing the new green trend in business marketing as it pertains to consumers is a worthwhile endeavour. After industries began green marketing activities, the expectation was that positive reactions from consumers would translate eventually into firms' improved financial performance, including increased market shares or sales (Vandermerwe and Oliff, 1990) . Despite the public's concerns for protecting the environment, consumers did not meet the marketers' expectations regarding the market growth of green products (Wong et al, 1996) . While society's growing enthusiasm for green orientation in the early 1990s moved industry toward a second stage in green marketing, a backlash toward green marketing demonstrated that the public's actions toward purchasing green products did not reflect heightened concerns for the environment and social goodwill (Schrum et al, 1995) . Several scholars stated that the major elements contributing to the backlash were consumers' scepticism about green products, the credibility of green claims advertising and companies' questionable performance of true green practices (Mendleson and Polonsky, 1995; Wong et al, 1996; Peattie and Crane, 2005) .
Consumers became more environmentally conscious from the mid-1990s, and that consciousness gave birth to green consumerism (Uusitalo and Oksanen, 2004) , which later formed a broader consumption concept called ethical consumerism. The formation of specifically named consumers created a change in the industry's view of consumers; they became not only individuals, but also symbolic consumption groups who represented social values, ideals and ideologies. With continued growing force from consumers, sustainability marketing developed in the late 1990s (Charter and Polonsky, 1999) . According to Charter and Polonsky (1999) , sustainability marketing promotes the 'building and maintaining of sustainable relationships with customers, social environment, and the natural environment'. In coping with the trend toward sustainability, corporations needed to implement green marketing strategies, like improving products and manufacturing processes, which would lead to long-term, sustainable business development.
From the beginning of 2000, green marketing developed into its third stage, characterized by improved green products and regaining consumer confidence (Gurau and Ranchhod, 2005; Ottman, 2007) . Changes in industry, society and public life made it possible for green marketing to gain stable recognition in the marketplace. These changes took the form of advancements in technology, enforcement of claims by government, governmental regulations and incentives, active environmental groups and advertising media.
Impact
According to Miles and Covin, green marketing impacts a firm's financial performance along with a positive reputation (Miles and Covin, 2000) . Consumers' purchasing behaviour became a reflection of their awareness of environmental issues and concerns for the environment's protection. However, green marketing efforts had not always met companies' expectations. Some research in the 1990s identified a gap between consumers' preference for green products and actual purchases (Ellen, 1994; Walley and Whitehead, 1994; Morris et al, 1995) . While the proposed explanations involved excessive price premiums for green products, consumers presented reluctance to change purchasing patterns and had difficulty in identifying the real environmental attributes. However, as green awareness emerged as a primary societal issue, a general notion arose that contended consumers chose products which were less environmentally harmful (Coddington, 1993) or whose companies performed sustainable business activities (Polonsky et al, 1998) . Eventually, in addition to purchasing green products, consumers seemed willing to pay more for those products (Coddington, 1993) . In 2007, when the USA experienced record high oil prices and advocacies promoting global climate change, consumers who had been reluctant to pay more for green products increasingly expressed a willingness to do so (Neff and Thompson, 2007) .
Green consumers' concerns include the production and consumption processes in addition to the purchase itself. Roper (1990) identified consumer profiles associated with green product purchases and attitudes and classified them into five groups: true-blue greens, greenback greens, sprouts, grousers and basic browns. The true-blue green consumers, showing the highest level of environmental concern, constituted 30% of the US population in 2007 (La Marguerite, 2009 ). In explaining the mechanism driving consumers' green purchase behaviours, scholars suggested that the growth of consumers' proenvironmental values led to pro-environmental behaviour (Pickett-Baker and Ozaki, 2008) .
The revolution of technologies has shrunk and globalized the world. Modern technological advances in the late 19th and 20th centuries promoted the internationalization of media (for example, television), communication (for example, the Internet and mobile technologies), production (for example, miniaturization), as well as others (for example, home computers) (Flanagin and Metzger, 2001) . In particular, the emergence of the Internet transformed people's lives dramatically by offering real-time communication among communities and businesses. According to a survey of a company for North American Internet usage, 220.1 million US citizens used the Internet in 2009, and that number accounted for 71% of the US population (Internet World Starts, 2009 ). Among Internet users, 81% researched items online, while 49% bought an item online (Pew Internet, 2009 ). Considering such increased popularity and importance of the Internet, Internet marketing or information dissemination for companies has significant impacts and implications for companies' images and performances. Such implications apply equally to green marketing.
Based on the stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) and its supporters (for example, Pava and Krausz, 1996; Waddock and Graves, 1997; Orlitzky et al, 2003; Bird et al, 2007; Aragón-Correa et al, 2008; Nicolau, 2008) , green marketing should produce positive impacts on a restaurant firm's performance and value. Often considered contrary to the shareholder theory (Friedman, 1970) , the stakeholder theory argues that a firm should attend to not only satisfying its shareholders to maximize its value but also satisfying all stakeholders, including shareholders, employees, customers, suppliers and so on. An investment in green issues may not have a direct relationship with enhancing a company's product or service quality, but the investment may have positive effects on its stakeholders, such as employees and customers. For example, because of a company's green practices, employees may feel more satisfied with or become more proud of their company, and customers may become more loyal to the company. Such positive effects will subsequently create an increase in the company's performance and value. However, this argument is an empirical question: whether or not the stakeholder theory or the shareholder theory holds for the US restaurant industry in terms of green marketing practices. Therefore, the current study seeks to provide some answers to the question.
Restaurant industry
According to the Green Restaurant Association (GRA; 2009), Americans consume 48% of their food expenditures from restaurants or away from home, at over 945,000 facilities. The impact of restaurants on the environment is enormous, as restaurants and other commercial food providers are among the commercial sector's highest energy users (MDEQ, 2009 ). More importantly, food service facilities account for approximately 2.5 times more energy per square foot than other commercial buildings. These facts signify the importance of restaurant companies' participation in green practices. However, as profitseeking entities, restaurant companies must be certain as to whether or not investments in green practices create more benefits than costs.
As people become more environmentally sensitive, customers are willing to pay more for products and services that preserve the environment (Rosewicz, 1990) . Consequently, those companies that provide such products or services should be able to improve their financial performance. This argument is consistent with the stakeholder theory that a firm may enhance its performance by adopting more environmentally friendly practices, because such practices are likely to attract more customers or retain good employees (Soloman and Hanson, 1985; Turban and Greening, 1997; Tsoutsoura, 2004) . A current industry trend among restaurant corporations is the publication of separate reports on annual environmental performance, as exemplified by the McDonald's Corporation home page (aboutmcdonalds, 2009). However, the stakeholder theory is not the only school of thought regarding the green issue in relation to a firm's performance. The shareholder theory argues that a firm's ultimate goal is to maximize value, that is, shareholders' value (Friedman, 1970) . Based on this theory, if a firm invests in certain activities that do not create value for the firm's core business or products, the investment should be avoided. If corporate social responsibility (CSR) investment is not considered to add value to a company's core service or product, the shareholder theory would propose to end the investment. Park and Lee (2009) examined the impacts of CSR on firms' performance in the US restaurant industry and found that CSR investment increased a firm's accounting performance in the long run, but did not impact value performance. However, Park and Lee's study did not examine the separate impact of green practices, but rather overall CSR investment, which included very broad aspects of socially responsible activities, such as product quality, employee retention, governance, legal compliance, etc. Therefore, the academic need remains to investigate, in particular, a firm's environmental practices as related to financial performance. Environmental management is 'the process and practices introduced by an organization for reducing, eliminating, and ideally, preventing negative environmental impacts arising from its undertaking' (Alexander, 1996, p 112 ).
Purpose
The proposed study intends to investigate: (i) Do restaurant companies in the USA communicate green practices through their company websites? (ii) If so, what sort of green practices do they communicate through their company websites? (iii) What is the ranking of restaurant companies by their green communication levels? (iv) What is the relationship between restaurant companies' green communication levels and their financial performances?
Method

Sample
The study used the Compustat database to develop a list of publicly traded US restaurant companies in 2009. The study considers only publicly traded companies, because they are major players in the industry and also because of the availability of financial data. By using SIC (Standard Industrial Classification) code 5812 (restaurants, sandwich shops and cafes), initially 62 companies' information was retrieved from the database for 2009. The study's population excluded nine companies: the major businesses of two companies were not in the restaurant sector, and stock prices were not available for seven other companies. The final sample size was 53.
Development of green practice list for restaurants
Reports from the GRA (2009) indicate that, as of 2009, green practices, part of corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities, have been essential programmes for improved profitability and for sustaining businesses by cementing relationships with past clientele or attracting new customers, as well as maintaining relationships with stakeholders (Dutta et al, 2008) . The panorama of green practices includes developing and promoting environmentally healthy or green products (Merilainen et al, 2001) , creating procedures that conserve energy and other resources in the production process (Porter, 1991) , reducing pollutants or conserving resources in the transportation of products to market (Bohlen et al, 1993) , designing advertisements and other promotional medium that address the company's commitment to the environment accurately (Kangun et al, 1991) and using anti-chemical food preservation methods (Oyewole, 2001) . When applying green practices specifically to restaurant operations, the agenda embraces offering healthy menu or ingredient items, providing accurate nutrition information on menu items, engaging in energy conservation and recycling practices, reducing pollutants, instituting no-smoking policies and donating remaining food to local charities and food banks (Choi and Parsa, 2006; Dutta et al, 2008) . Choi and Parsa (2006) reviewed the green practices of restaurants as part of CSR activities and developed ten dimensions for restaurants' green practices. Those dimensions classify into three perspectives: health, environmental and social concerns.
Since 1990, the GRA has developed and advanced its requirements for green certification. In 2009, the GRA released the Green Restaurant 4.0 standards, a comprehensive list of environmental management practices for restaurants and food service operations. The seven categories in the Green Restaurant 4.0 standards include: water efficiency; waste reduction and recycling; sustainable furnishings and building materials; sustainable food; energy; disposables; and chemical and pollution reduction. Each category consists of a list of multiple sub-items.
Green Seal, originally founded in 1989 as an independent and non-profit organization, has provided environmental certifications, based on scientific knowledge, to a variety of industries. The aim is to identify the positive impacts businesses have on the environment and improving the quality of life (Green Seal, 2009 ). Green Seal offers eco-labels for goods and facilities, including, for example, environmentally conscious cleaning products and lodgings' buildings and facilities. Recently, Green Seal has developed the first guidelines, released for use in May 2009, for an environmental management standard for restaurant operations, and the association has been approved by the American National Standards Institute (ANSI). The official certification name is Green Seal (GS)-46 Environmental Standard for Restaurants and Foodservices (Green Seal, 2009 The guidelines are inclusive, offering knowledge on handling food, energy and water; coordinated performance and practices induce significant environmental improvements. The categories in the standard include responsible food, energy conservation and management; water conservation and management; waste reduction and management; air quality, cleaning and landscape management; environmentally and socially sensitive purchasing; training and communication requirements; continuous improvements; and labelling requirements.
Based on the literature review and the information currently practised for certification, the current study has developed a list of green practices for examining restaurants' green practices in communication through companies' websites. The list developed for this study consists of eight categories and a total of 17 items. The eight categories include: water efficiency/conservation; waste reduction and recycling; sustainable buildings, furnishings, materials or resources; use of healthy/sustainable food; energy reduction; disposables; chemical and pollution reduction; and organizational green practices. Table 1 describes the list of green practices developed for the study. 
Data collection
An examination of each of the public restaurant companies' websites produced a list of green practices for this study. For the mention of a green practice, the company scored 1, otherwise, 0. The data for each company, collected in the autumn of 2009, from September to November, produced a sum of scores which represented the level of the company's green communication. Then, the restaurant company's rank in relation to other restaurants derived from the summed number. To estimate financial performance, the study collected monthly stock prices of the sampled restaurant companies for 2009 from Yahoo! Finance and also used the Compustat database for information on total assets. The most recent quarterly financial report (10Q) for each company provided the total assets information.
Findings
Review of restaurant companies' websites for green practices
The study examines 53 US public restaurant companies and Table 2 shows the scores for the sampled restaurant companies obtained from the website reviews. Among the 53 restaurant companies, only 11 companies stated at least one green practice, while the other 42 companies listed no green practice. Among the 11 companies, 4 companies listed ten or more green practices; 4 companies listed six to nine green practices and 3 companies listed less than five green practices. The findings suggest that the industry-leading companies such as McDonald's, Burger King, Starbucks and Wendy's are also the leading green communicators through their websites. The distribution of green practices according to the number of companies appears in Table 3 . Of the 17 green practices this study identifies, waste diversion and composting appear to be the most frequently communicated (nine instances) by restaurant companies through their websites. Reduction of energy or gas use (eight instances) was the practice companies stated as the next widely adopted one. As demonstrated in Table 3 , only four companies included 
The relationship between green communication and firm performance
This study further examined the impacts of green communication on restaurant companies' performance. Because the data are from 2009, the study measured and analysed firms' performances for 2009 only. To accomplish the goal, the study created two investment portfolios, one with companies practising green marketing through their websites and the other consisting of companies not apparently engaging in the practices. Such portfolio comparison might reveal the investment community's preference for one of the two groups. When comparing portfolios, the literature suggests the use of a risk-adjusted return because portfolios' construction intends to reduce risk due to the effect of diversification (Markowitz, 1952; Sharpe, 1966) . According to Markowitz's and Sharpe's arguments, returns without considering embedded risks do not reflect a firm's true performance correctly. The Sharpe ratio (Sharpe, 1966) incorporates total risk, and the ratio measures the performance of portfolios that are not well diversified (Kim and Gu, 2003; Lee and Jang, 2007) . The Sharpe ratio is: Sharpe ratio it = (R it -R ft )/σ it , where R it represents equity return for firm i at time t; R ft represents risk-free rate at time t; (R it -R ft ) represents the risk premium of firm i at time t; σ it , which represents risk, is the standard deviation of the risk premium of firm i at time t (Sharpe, 1994) . The study used annualized monthly returns for each firm to represent the firm's equity return and the one-month Treasury bill rate as the risk-free rate.
The study performed four statistical analyses to examine the potential impacts of green marketing on portfolio performance. First, the study constructed two portfolios: one with the companies that communicated green issues on their websites (11 companies) and the other with the companies that did not communicate such issues (42 companies). The two portfolios were compared based on the Sharpe ratio. Second, the study constructed another set of two portfolios: one with the companies that communicated green issues (11 companies) and the other with 11 matched companies with similar total assets; the study compared the two portfolios with the Sharpe ratio. Third, the study performed a Pearson correlation analysis between the green marketing level and the Sharpe ratio of the 11 restaurant companies that communicated green issues. Last, the study performed a multiple regression analysis:
where Sharpe i represents the Sharpe ratio of firm i; Green i is a dummy variable where 1 is assigned if firm i communicates green issues on its website, value 0 is assigned if otherwise; Size i represents the size of firm i, measured by the log of total assets; and ε i is an error term. The size variable in the model controls for the size effect because the firm size may confound the relationship between the green communication level and the firm's performance. Table 4 presents selected results of the relationship between communicating green issues and firm performance.
Green restaurants show a mean value of 7.27 for their green marketing level, with a minimum (maximum) value of 1 (15). Clearly, non-green restaurants did not show any green marketing level and thus a t-test was not performed for the variable. Somewhat surprisingly, non-green restaurants demonstrate higher stock returns (mean value = 0.068) and Sharpe ratio (mean value = 0.254) than green restaurants (stock return mean value = 0.043; Sharpe ratio mean value = 0.145). However, green restaurants show a lower risk level (mean value = 0.177) than non-green restaurants (mean value = 0.246). An independent t-test to compare the two groups in terms of the three measures revealed that none showed a statistical difference. Green restaurants tend to be larger in size (mean value of total assets = US$5,147 million) than non-green restaurants (mean value of total assets = US$537 million), and the difference is statistically significant with a t-value of 3.630 at the 0.001 significance level.
The study additionally performed a t-test to compare green restaurants to their matched counterparts in terms of total assets and found, qualitatively, the same results as the previous analysis. The study also analysed a correlation between the green marketing level and the Sharpe ratio (stock return) and the analysis revealed a negative, but statistically not significant, correlation for both Sharpe ratio (r = -0.376) and stock return (r = -0.224). Last, the study performed a multiple regression which controlled for a firm's size and found, qualitatively, no differing results; that is, no significant explanatory power from green marketing level on firm performance when controlling for size. Overall, the findings consistently support the notion that no difference exists for firm performance of green and non-green restaurants.
Conclusion and discussions
This study investigated the green marketing issues for the US restaurant industry. First, the study reviewed the official company websites of 53 publicly traded US restaurants for their green marketing, and second, the study examined the impact of such green marketing practices on firms' financial performances. The study was prompted by the significant importance of restaurant companies' participation in green practices. The study developed the list of green practices for restaurants based on an extensive literature review. The list consists of eight categories with 17 practices (Table 1) . Of 53 sampled restaurant companies, a review of their websites revealed only 11 companies which stated at least one green practice on the company's website, while the other 42 companies did not list any green practice on their websites. Among the 17 green practices identified by this study, waste diversion and composting was the practice communicated most frequently by restaurant companies through their websites: Nine companies of 11 stated this practice. Due to the nature of restaurant operations, such as food production and consumption, waste management appears to be the most important green practice for protecting the environment in relation to the nature of the business.
Considering the high impact of restaurant operations on the environment, an unexpected outcome is to find that only 11 companies out of 53 state green practices through their individual websites. It appears that the industry-leading companies such as McDonald's, Burger King, Starbucks and Wendy's are also the leading green communicators through their websites. Following the stakeholder theory, the expectation was that restaurant companies marketed green practices intensively through their websites to capture the attention of customers who were becoming more and more environmentally sensitive and intended to pay more for products and services from companies who incorporated green practices. To determine whether or not the stakeholder theory holds for the US restaurant industry in terms of its green marketing practice, the study examined the impact of green marketing on a firm's financial performance for 2009. The findings of the study do not support the stakeholder theory because the results indicate the insignificant effects of green marketing through company websites on a restaurant firm's financial performance, measured by the Sharpe ratio (that is, risk-adjusted returns). In fact, descriptively, the restaurant companies without green marketing practice present higher risk-adjusted returns than the green restaurant companies. However, again, in terms of descriptive statistics, the green restaurants show lower volatility in their stock returns (that is, risk) than the non-green restaurants. Although these differences are not statistically supported, considering the small sample size of the current study, awareness of the differences may be worthwhile and future research should include an increased sample size with enhanced statistical power and replicate analysis of the issue.
Other than the issue of the small sample size, the insignificant findings might indicate that the US restaurant industry is not mature enough in terms of its green marketing practices. With such immaturity, several stakeholders may not have been informed or educated sufficiently of companies' green marketing practices; thus, any subsequent effects may not have been realized. However, this is speculation without the support of empirical investigation and calls for future studies to test the argument.
Based on the current findings, managers and executives of publicly traded US restaurant companies may act more cautiously when instituting green marketing practices. They should be aware that such practices may not be financially viable. However, clearly, many public companies, especially industryleading companies, are under social pressure to participate in green practices and report them to the public. If participation and investment are inevitable, the companies may develop strategies to educate their stakeholders about their green practices. For example, the companies may find better mediums to communicate their green practices to stakeholders, such as press releases or marketing initiatives designed specifically for such purposes. As stakeholders of the US restaurant industry, including customers, become more aware and knowledgeable of companies' green practices, they may react to the practices and the effects from those reactions may begin to emerge. At this stage, knowing neither the direction of such effects (for example, positive or negative) nor when the effects would occur (for example, concurrent or lagging), renders attempts to examine such empirical questions valuable for the literature.
For analysts of and investors in the US restaurant industry, the findings might suggest that green marketing practices should not be considered in evaluating and revising restaurant investment portfolios because the factor does not seem to make any significant impact on firms' financial performances, especially in terms of risk-adjusted returns. However, perhaps, the impact of green marketing may not be concurrent but lagging, which will result in different implications for an investment strategy. Future studies should aim to expand understanding of this issue.
Finally, the study is not free from limitations. First, as discussed in previous sections, the small sample size reduces the statistical power of this study's analysis. However, with the given study population, the publicly traded US restaurant companies, the sample size is the largest obtainable for 2009. Second, because of the nature of the current sample (that is, publicly traded US restaurant companies), generalizability of the current findings is limited. Difficulty would arise from applying the findings to non-US restaurant companies and also to private restaurant companies. Third, although companies' official websites are arguably the best sources for their green marketing practices, perhaps some other mediums might be useful for communicating these practices. Such additional green communications were beyond the scope of the current study. The last point to note is that being green, being perceived to be green and marketing green practices are not the same thing. Certainly, our study focuses on green marketing practices and their impacts on financial performance, assuming implicitly that such marketing practice is a good enough proxy for a company's actual green practices. However, this is an empirical question and future research is strongly encouraged to investigate the relationship between marketing and actual green practices.
